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If we leave aside some isolated efforts or some temporary aspirations 
or some sincere-yet-scattered initiatives, we shall find that Bengali theatre 
found its tangible shape and continuity only in the middle of the 19th 
century. We shall also notice that from the very early years this theatre has 
been almost always a commercial or at best a professional proposition. Inter- 
mittently an Amarendranath or a Sisirkumar did burst onto the scene with 
venturesome zeal, but such efforts never developed into a consistent steady 
stream of a non-commercial art-theatre movement. Other attempts at experi- 
mentation also proved more of an exception than the rule. The hundred-year- 
old commercial theatre, weathering many vicissitudes, has come to stay. 


Beginnings 


In 1944, something unprecedented took place in the theatre-scene. At 
the initiative of the LP.T.A., Sombhu Mitra directed Bijon Bhattacharyya’s 
Nabanna. The production of Nabanna had an electric impact: a basis for a new 
theatre was found. The hectic activities of this new theatre brought forth 
various changes. Characters and events of new drama came to be rooted in 
the social milieu; themes no longer remained unrelated to economics; tenden- 
cies to scientific sociological analysis became evident; breaking the barrier 
of the four walls of the auditoria, theatre spread itself to the fields and 
factories; instead of a handful of entertainment-hunters, people took the 
place of the audience. Theatre suddenly became real, direct and truthful, it 
became more than ever earthy. 


This spark-off in the theatrical activities initiated by the 1.P.T.A. was 
momentous. Unfortunately, 1.P.T.A. itself hindered its fullest fruition. Thou- 
sands of young enthusiasts enrolled themselves with the urge of self-expression 
or just out of a love for a new theatre. But many of them had to leave willy- 
nilly; and even those who remained could not be properly utilised. The 
reasons behind this debacle were very complex. Both in terms of objective and 
motivation, I.P.T.A. was politically oriented. Many of the leaders believed 
that politics should be the sole guiding force of L.P.T.A. Perhaps there was 
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nothing wrong in this stance, for, after all, in the final analysis, art, like every- 
thing else, is related to politics. The real difficulty lay elsewhere. Many of the 
non-practising or semi-practising pundits assumed superior understanding of 
theatrical art because of their superior knowledge of politics. Consequently 
very often there occurred impasses. First to go was Sombhu Mitra and some 
others, then came a near-exodus. 


The Other Theatre 


After some respite began the era of group-theatre. The pioneering step 
was taken by Bohurupee in 1948 under the leadership of Sombhu Mitra. 
Hot on the heels of ‘Bohurupee’ came fellow-travelling groups : Utpal 
Dutt’s ‘Little Theatre Group’, Biresh Mukherjee’s ‘Shouvanik,’ Bijon 
Bhattacharyya’s “Calcutta Theatre’, Mamtaj Ahmed’s ‘Anushilan Sampra- 
daya’, Rabi Ghosh’s ‘Chalachal’, Sabitabrata Dutta’s ‘Rupakar,’ Gnanesh 
Mukherjee’s ‘Mass Theatre’, Asim Chakraborty’s ‘Chaturmukh’, Sekhar 
Chatterjee’s ‘Theatre Unit’, Shyamal Ghosh’s ‘Gandharva’, Ajitesh Banerjee’s 
‘Nandikar’, Badal Sircar’s ‘Satabdi,’ Jochhan Dastidar’s ‘Rupantari’ and 
many more — about a couple of thousand troupes. From the concerted 
activities of these groups evolved a new theatre, ‘the other theatre’. 


Theatre so far had been either the place to parade the technical virtuo- 
sity of a few individual stars or the play-ground where some technicians could 
startle the audience with sheer gimmicks. But in this new theatre, all the 
elements — words, acting, decor, choreography, music, make-up, 
light and the rest — coalesced into an artistic whole. The driving force of 
this theatre issued from intellection; dedication and idealism were its twin 
pillars; the first and the last word of this theatre was artistic conscientiousness. 
Thousands worked in its fold without fame or money for years on end. 


To meet the chronic shortage of good plays, ‘the other theatre’ brought 
the very best of the foreign playwrights : Sophocles, Euripides, Shakespeare, 
Jonson. Moliere, Sheridan, Goldsmith, Gogol, Ibsen, Strindberg, Chekhov, 
Shaw, Wilde, Eliot, Synge, Pirandello, Beckett, Genet, lonesco, Sartre,Camus, 
Anouilh, Miller, Williams, Albee, Durenmatt, Kleist, Frisch, Brecht, Wesker, 
Pinter and a host of others. Some of these plays have been performed for 100 
or 200 or 300 or some time even 400 nights. Production of Sophocles’ ‘Raja 
Oedipus (Oedipus Rex), Ibsen’s Dashachakra (Enemy of the people) and 
Putulkhela (A Doll’s House), Gorki’s Neecher Mahal (Lower Depths), Piran- 
dello’s Natyakarer Sandhane Chhati Charitra (Six characters in search of an 
Author), Miller’s Janaiker Mrityu (Death of a Salesman) and Biecht’s Jin 
Payshar Pala (Three penney opera) and Bhaol Manush (The Good person of 
Setzuan) have been momentous and very significant additions to Bengali 
theatre. The glory of acquainting the Bengali audience with the thematic 
depth and technical diverseness of world-theatre certainly lies with ‘the other 


theatre’. 
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* The dramatist Rabindranath also has been the discovery of this theatre. 
‘His plays, baring a few: minor comedies written in his novitiate, so far seemed 
‘fit for the closets with the academicians and ‘pundits -holding a monopoly. 
Ti’s a pity that even the illustrious Sisir Kumar never made any serious attempt 
‘to bring Bengali-theatre closer to Tagore-drama. On the contrary,. he’ was 
largely instrumental in placing Sarat Chandra (who never wrote a play) on the 
pedestal. ‘Bohurupee’ production of Rakta Karabi in 1954 proved a milestone 
in Bengali theatre. On the merits of this production, West Bengal Govern- 
ment waived entertainment tax on Group theatres’ performances; that 1are 
‘example of sensitiveness amongst politicians, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, 
wept. unabashed during its performance and millions of theatre-lovers over 
the years went wild with ecstasy. The important fact that Tagore was not 
only the very best of Indian dramatists but also compared favourably with 
the masters of world drama was established with the production of Rakta 
_ Karabi. Then followed Dakghar, Visarjan, Muktadhara and Raja; Bengal, 
rather "India, unearthed its greatest dramatist after long years of negligence. 


Pipers failure to win over his contemporary theatre had resulted in a 
lamentable gap between theatre and literature. In the immediate post-Tagore 
-period, very few, in fact none, of the litterateurs took an interest in theatre. 
Persons like Jibanananda Das, Sudhindranath Dutt, Vishnu De, Amiya 
Chakravarti, Samar Sen, Subhash Mukherjee were practising poetry; fiction 
was being championed by Tarasankar Banerjee, Banaphool, Annadasankar 
Roy, Premandra Mitra, Achintya Sengupta, Buddhadeb Bose, Bibhuti 
Bhushan Banerjee, Manik Banerjee and Samresh Bose; parallel to this, 
persons like Bidhayak Bhattacharyya, Sachindranath Sengupta, Manmatha 
‘Roy and Debnarayan Gupta, men of far less calibre, were trying their hand 
at drama. ‘The other theatre’ bridged this gap and subsequently we have 
found poets or novelists of considerable repute (e.g. Buddhadeb Bose, Narayan 
Ganguly, Santosh Kumar Ghosh, Mahindra Roy, Krishna Dhar and a host 
‘of young poets) taking an increasing interest in writing plays. Simultaneous 
with this, ‘the other theatre’ has cradled Bijon Bhattacharyya (Nabanna, 
‘Debi Garjan), Sombhu Mitra (Ulu Khagrah, Kanchan Ranga and Chand 
‘Boniker Pala), Utpal Dutt (Kallol, Manusher Adhikarey) and helped the 
‘writer of farces like Solution X and Baroh Pishima mature into the Badal 
Sircar. of Evam Indrajit repute. 


In the arena of ‘the other theatre’, during the last 28 years, Sombhu 
Mitra, Utpal Dutt, Bijon Bhattacharjee and Ajitesh Banerjee have been 
‘working as directors; Tapash Sen, Khaled Chowdhury, Nirmal Guha Roy, 
‘Hemanga Biswas and. Jyotirindra Maitra have been working as associates; 
‘its acting personnel have been Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt, Amar Ganguly, 
‘Kumar Roy, .Bijon Bhattacharyya, Gnanesh Mukherjee, Rabi Ghosh, 
‘Ajitesh . Banerjee; Mamtaj Ahmed, Uamanath Bhattacharjee, Sabitabrata 
Dutta, Charuprakash Ghosh, Sekhar Chatterjee, Satya Banerjee,. Bibhash 





Sombhu Mitra in ‘“‘Dasachakra’’, a Bohurupee production, 1962. 
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Nandikar’s adaptation of Pirandello’s ‘‘Six Characters’, (1961). 
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Chakravarti, ‘ Tripti~ Mitra; Sabha “Sen; Réba-~Roychowdhury, . Mamata’ 
Chatterjee, Keya Chakraborti and-a host: of others~_ a ; 


The~ glorious -60°s - 


‘The other: theatre’:movement: began inthe Jate'40°s fidurished:in thes. 
50’s and reached its zenith in the 60's; In ‘this-decade, :Bohurupee produced’. 
Visar. Jan, Kanchan Rang; Dashachakra, Raja’ Oedipus and ‘Raja: During this « 
period, Sombhu Mitra,-as director, achieved greater verbality and displayed:a 
Superior strength; as an actor he, with his counterpart Tripti Mitra, touched 
new heights and depths.- Little Theatre Group’s’ Kallol, directed .by:Utapal 
Dutta, was running with resounding success at-Minerva. ‘This controversial:; 
political play became the taik of the town inspite of the black-out by-a good: 
many newspapers. Shouvanik was staging its own plays thrice-a week at'Mukta:: 
Angan; on the other 4 days old and new troupes-were tevellitig in -venturesome = 
experimentations:’ Nandikar:was founded in 1960;-in the following years-it ~ 
achieved: several: successes- Natyakarer Sandhane:Chhati Charitra,;: Manjari: 
Amer Manjari, Jakhan Eka, Sher Afghan.and Tin*Paysher -PalaizIni1965,:. 
in just-9 months, Nandikar performed: 131: times: This ‘was'a record number-: 
for any amateur troupe ‘in India. Simultaneous with these, Anushilan Sampra-.- 
daya~ mounted ~ Sesh - Sangbad- aftér Mihail:. Sebastian’s -Stop r press; . 
Chaturmukh ‘adapted Death-of a Salesman:to score a ‘resounding success}... 
Chalachal hit the headlines with Brecht’s Exception and the Rule, Ruipantari’s : 
Amar Viétnam and Theatre-Workshop’s’ Rajrekata ‘created :quite:an ampact::. 
This decade also witnessed the emergence of Badal Sircar, Utpal Dutt; Mohit: 
Chatterjee-and -Ajitesh Banerjee-as dramatists of considerable strength... - 


While “the other theatre’, pride of Calcutta, reached its zenith in the 
sixties, the same decade found thée.commercial theatre touch a new low. Only 
three stages Riingmahal, Biswarupa‘and .Star +—-now ‘housed-commercial:’ 
propositions: ‘Riingmahal, one:of the three;:had'three:attractions = brilliant: 
isolated actmg by Jahar-Réy; unhappy rustle of a very: worn-outdrop-curtainn 
and ‘ihe heart-rending «screeching. sound of: the. revolving. stage:mechanism | 
long devoid of: any: lubricant. Sarkar brothers: at. Biswarupa were:heaping i 
flop after--flop “with stale productions of : Radka; Jaga and : Hanshi: Salil: 
Mitra owner~of the -Star theatre,-a hereditary theatre-proprietor,:was:quietly*, 
working: out’a plar-to-sell his theatreto.a new-rich:Ranjitmull: Kankariau:. 


Ominous - 70’s 


if a Bengali connoisseur of theatre had gone abroad _ in the middle of the: 
60°s and returned: in 1976, he-would. have-certainly felt like:Rip Van winkle.: 
Particularly if he had married-a foreigner‘and boasted about his native theatre: 
to-her; his: return: to: Calcutta could precipitate:a divorces: Hei would find : 
everything in a rameshackle condition : Sabitabrata: Dutta; Sekhar.Chatterjee-. 
and Satya Banerjee; directors of Rupakar;:Theatre:Unit and Ingit respectively.» 
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are regularly performing in commercial theatres; Asit Bose, that-young. rebel - 
director of Kolkatar Hamlet is now the director-playwright™ of, Satyambar 
Opera (a Jatra Organisation) along with an acting assignment in the commer- 
cial theatre; young Bir Sen, who had put to shame many of his seniors with. 
regular open-air performances in Curzon Park, has now a serious commercial 
involvement with Kalikata Jatra Samaj; Shyamal Ghosh, director of 
Nakhshatra, has also opted for Jatra, leaving his troupe; Theatre workshop’s 
Bibhash Chakraborty is busy with television productions. The members of. 
these acephalous troupes are enjoying a half-holiday. 


The- catalogue of. desertion has reached only half its length. Let’s go 
through the rest. Amar Ganguly, who was the secretary of ‘Bohurupee’ in its. 
glorious days and regaled. Calcutta theatre-lovers with his characterization of 
Sardatin-Rakta Karabiand Amalendu Guhain Dashachakra, isnow the deputy- ; 
director of Song and Drama Division, Ahmedabad, specialising in productions - 
on family-planning; Gnanesh Mukherjee, an I.P.T. A. veteran and director of 
Mass theatre,-is now paid to direct in Kashi Viswanath Mancha; Chalachal’s 
Rabi Ghosh, .one-of the earliest Brecht-exponents in Calcutta theatre, is now 
mounting :sexplosive .Bibar for a.commercial producer in Netaji Subhash — 
Mancha; Tapash Sen, who did the lights for Rakta Karabi, is now as big a - 
draw for ‘thecommercial stage as is the belly-dancer Shefali or Jamico; - 
Little Theatre Group’s set-designer Nirmal Guha Roy cannot be traced, 
Khaled Chowdhury, who did the sets for Rakta Karabi and Putul Khela 
refuses to work in theatre any more; Ajitesh Banerjee takes on roles of fathers 
or villains.in Bengali films; Tripti Mitra has joined Akashvani as an Emeritus 
producer and Sombhu Mitra, rather late in the day, has graced the chair of the 
oa ee in ) the Rabinds: Bharati University. : 


*-. Let’s: now ‘ave a look at ‘Bohurupee’, ‘Little Theatre Group’ and 
‘Nandikar’, thie triumvirate of Bengali avant-garde theatre. Sombhu Mitra, the 
key-man-of ‘Bohurupee’,-hasn’t directed any play for his troupe since the pro- 
duction of Téendulkar’s.Chope, Adalat Chalchhe(Santata, Court Chalu Ahe’)in | 
1971.-Nor has heacted in any major ‘Bohurupee’-production after Raja Odipus 
in 1964. In the course of the last-5 years,-none of. the ‘Bohurupee’ bills has - 
touched past. standards. ‘Little Theatre Group’ left Mine1va in the early 70’s. - 
After that it re-christened itself as ‘Peoples’ little theatre group*. Utpal Dutta 
continues: to lead:this troupe, The leader of the. troupe remains unchanged,. - 
but its character and quantity of work have certainly changed. Formerly, 
Utpal Dutta was primarily a man of theatre. Now the little respite he ‘gets, 
after his film assignments in Bombay, Calcutta and Dacca and also scripting 
and directorial assignments in Jatra, is used for theatre. Last of the Trinity, 
‘Nandikar’, started regular theatre at Rangana in 1970. For 5 years they vied , 
withthe commercial theatres with-martyr-like zeal. But the price paid for = 
this was:pretty high. They had to perform hundreds of shows all over the 
country to deficit-finance their regular theatre. The pressure of performing 
nearly. 300 times.a year told_on their quality as well. Their last-ditch-battle 
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with commercial competitors, in the shape of Brecht’s Bhalo Manush, 
ran for more than 300 nights. But suddenly in March, 1976, the owners of 
Rangana theatre evicted them to stage their own commercial production. 
The outrageous action was witnessed by every one in stupefied silence but 
no-one could do any thing to help. ‘Nandikar’ to-day is in search of a theatre. 
‘Chaturmukh’, another important troupe of ‘the other theatre’, is now per- 
forming Barbodhu at Pratap Mancha. Barbodhu has run so far for more than 
1200 nights, each scene of this play is advertised as ‘blow-hot’, the first 
thing one notices in the visual ads of this play is an unhooked brassiere! 
Most other minor troupes are either sitting idle or spelling out occasional 
insipidities or calculating the easiest route to success. ‘The other theatre’ is 
virtually dead today. 


Now to look at the commercial theatres. In the early ’60’s, there were 
only three theatres producing commercial rag-bags. To-day, in just about a 
decade’s time, as many as 13 stages bill commercial productions regularly: 
Star, Biswarupa, Rungmahal, Rangana, Minerva, Kashi Viswanath Mancha, 
Protap Mancha, Netaji Subhas Mancha, Shyamaprasad Mancha, Tapan 
Mancha, Boys’ own Hall, Mirja Ghalib Mancha and University Institute. 
Biggest draw in these theatres is — the Belly-dance. In all the last four produc- 
tions at Biswarupa, Shefali, the belly-dancer, has been the major attraction. 
Her charms proving infallible, Mr. Sirkar of this theatre has replenished the 
dish with the addition of Veronica.? Incidentally, the lowest ticket at 
Biswarupa now costs Rs. 4 instead of Re. 1 only. Other attractions of these 
productions are sex, religion, typical middle-class mores and sentimental 
mish-mash of any description. The last but not the least draw happens to be 
the film stars past their prime. Well, why not if they sell well? 


Why? 


One wanders: how did a reversal of such magnitude take place and that 
too in such a short span of time! Of course we are not children to assume that 
art can sell better then commerce. That is indeed yet to be. What a decent art- 
loving person wants is just an assurance that art shall have at least a limited 
inviolate place in society. We get alarmed when we hear that Dame Christie s 
whodumit ‘Mouse trap’ is running for more that 9000 nights in London yet 
we feel reassured as soon as we learn that Shakespeare, Shaw and Brecht also 
have their steady, though very much minority, quota of audience. To expect 
anything more than this would be childish and, perhaps, unrealistic. The 
problem with Bengali theatre lies in the fact that the scale has swung the 
commercial way so rapidly and so totally! Not to worry over this gross 
imbalance is also perhaps not quite decent or civilized. The question remains 


why this alarming tilt in the balance? 


The reasons are more than one. First, the population explosion. 
Second, a sizable section of this increased population has achieved far geater 
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spending power; they spend much more on entertainment than before. And 
entertainment has become a regular habit with many people. This steadily 
increasing hunger for entertainment, however, runs far short of the 
supply : No pastures to stroll, few grounds to play, no parks to lounge in, no 
multi-purpose clubs for recreation and relaxing, television is an unheard 
of luxury for the majority, population-cinemahall ratio is deplorably on 
the wrong side. The third reason is complex and all-pervasive. Immediately 
after independence, there erupted a spurt of creative activity in all the branches 
of art, Bengali film is a case in point. Even the ccomparatively small market of 
Bengali cinema produced film makers like Satyajit Ray, Ritwik Ghatak and 
Mrinal Sen. From about the third decade after independence, for various 
social, political and economic reasons, the law of diminishing returns has 
started operating. In all the spheres of art, a steady degeneration has started. 
Most popular and widespread entertainment to-day are debased Hindi films 
and Satta. Common people are no longer tolerant, they have lost the necessary 
respect for art. To most people art to-day must become the equivalent of 
‘Strong stimulant. In the streets and lanes of Calcutta, people wait in enraptured 
silence to listen to the sound track of Sholay. Shyam Bengal’s Nishant or 
Satyajit Roy’s Jana Aranya fail to enthuse cine-goers. This pervasive degenera- 
tion in the cultural climate has also created confusion in the theatre scene. 


Finally, 25 years of steady activity by.the workers of ‘the other theatre’ 
created. a general theatre-mindedness amongst the people. Their failure 
to reap benefits out of this situation created a vacuum. And we all know that 
business-men know that nature abhors a vacuum. And hence the sweep (or 
should we call it a swoop?) of the commercial theatre. 


Quo Vadis? 


Still one more question begs itself. — what did the workers of ‘the 
other theatre’ do? — Did they silently allow things to take their own course? 
In fact, watching the fast-changing situation allaround, Sombhu Mitra, about 
the middle of the last decade, wrote in an article that “‘the historical role of 
Bohurupee is exhausted and it is about time that this organisation merges into 
a greater organisation.” Actually, witn this apparently suicidal statement, 
Mr. Mitra wanted to suggest that the era of Group theatre was over; time has 
come for ‘the other theatre’, in view of the changed perspective, to change its 
mode and method of the fight. A battle on a bigger scale was the need now. 
He thought that this theatre had depended for long on dedication alone, a 
change-over to professionalism, without sacrificing art, was overdue. Since 
no group could achieve this singly, Mr. Mitra formed Bangla Natmancha 
Pratishtha Samiti in 1968. Mr. Mitra himself was its secretary and Vishnu 
De its president; Uday Shankar, Ravi Shankar, Ali Akbar Khan, Annada 
Shankar Ray, Satyajit Ray and some other art-personalities volunteered to 
act its sponsors; Bohurupee, Nandikar, Rupakar, Anamika and some other 
groups became the constituents of the Samiti. The primary objective of this 
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Samiti was to build a modern well-equipped theatre house which would bring 
the venturesome and the best of the ‘other theatre’ to experiment with the 
classics, contemporary plays of different Indian languages and the masters 
from abroad. Subsequently the income from this stage would be ploughed 
back for the growth of a cultural complex around this theatre. The Samiti 
- would build the theatre and hand it over-to a board of trustees, consisting of 
artists of national stature, for the administration and development of the 
proposed institution. Having collected an amount of Rs. 2,50,000 through 
individual donations, not exceeding Rs. 100, and drama, music and film 
festivals, the samiti applied to the Government for a plot of land. The appeal 
was made in 1969. Seven years have passed; Government has changed more 
than once; the plot of land still remains a dream. 


Epilogue or Epitaph? 


The situation might have been different if this venture had succeeded. 
‘The other theatre’ would have found its new citadel. Its directorial panel 
would have included Sombhu Mitra, Utpal Dutt, Bijon Bhattacharjee, 
Ajitesh Banerjee, Shyamanand Jalan and may be, some Sombhu Mitra or 
Utpal Dutt in the making; Tapash Sen, Khaled Chowdhury, Suresh Dutt, 
Jyotirindra Maitra, Hemanga Biswas, Sakti Sen and such others would have 
been its associates; Sombhu Mitra, Tripti Mitra, Kumar Roy, Amar Ganguly, 
Utpal Dutt, Sobha Sen, Satya Banerjee, Ajitesh Banerjee, Keya Chakraborti, 
Bijon Bhattacharjee, Sabitabrata Dutta, Gnanesh Mukherjee, Rabi Ghosh, 
Bibhash Chakraborty, Shyamal Sen, Bir Sen and a host of others 
would have formed the acting company. Here the veterans could undertake 
the ventures kept shelved for long because of lack of human and other 
resources; here the young, sitting at the feet of the masters, could learn about 
new directions or, may be, could startle the masters themselves with flashes 
of new ideas; here an honest theatre-worker could honestly earn his bread 
from the very work he loves to do. A new chapter in Bengali theatre could 
have come to be written. 


I know it sounds rather idyllic and, perhaps, a bit futile as well. But I 
don’t know if it’s all too late. 


NOTES 
1, During this period, however, Mr. Mitra has directed plays in Bombay. 


2. Atypical advertisement of a Biswarupa production : Tonight at 6-30 Shefali dances 
in the drama “Asamai Hajir” at Biswarupa. 


"RUDRAPRASAD SENGUPTA, director and actor with Nandikat, Calcutta, also teaches 
and is a theatre critic. 


